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During the past decade, the United Nations has come a long way
in reaching out to business and civil society. Only ten years ago,
United Nations involvement in many of the partnerships illustrated
in the previous chapter would have been thought of as revolution-
ary. Similarly, the degree of openness of the intergovernmental
system to non-governmental actors would have been unimagin-
able. Today, for a steadily rising number of United Nations organi-
zations and their staff members, collaborating with non-
governmental actors has become an increasingly important part of
their day-to-day work. Partnerships in particular are a growth area
for the United Nations and they continue to spark tremendous
innovation and experimentation across the entire spectrum of the
Organization’s work.

This trend towards working in partnership with business and civil soci-
ety has produced impressive results that contribute to the accomplish-
ment of United Nations goals (including the Millennium Development
Goals). It has also triggered a process of profound structural and cultural
change within the United Nations. By leveraging the skills and resources
of business and civil society, partnerships are increasingly recognized as
an important positive factor driving overall reform at the United Nations.
For instance, by facilitating the transfer of skills or by disseminating good
management practice or new technologies, partnerships are serving to
leverage the skills and resources of other stakeholders to the ongoing
change process within the United Nations .1

Governments are supporting these developments by advocating
and leveraging change in the United Nations. They also execute
political oversight, thereby lending important legitimacy to the many
ongoing initiatives. Many Governments also actively participate in
partnership projects themselves, as the brief illustration of cases has

shown. In fact, as the examples demonstrate, the participation of
Governments – both local and national – is crucial for local owner-
ship as well as partnership impact. Finally, many Governments have
also launched their own partnership programmes, reaching out to
other stakeholders in order to enhance their work. Therefore,
Governments are not sidelined by partnerships as some sceptics
may believe. On the contrary, Governments are often central partner-
ship players and many are actively supporting the United Nations in
its efforts to work more effectively in multisectoral alliances.

Within the United Nations, the United Nations Global Compact
is playing a critical role in facilitating the change process, foster-
ing the opening of the intergovernmental process and nurturing
concrete partnership projects with external stakeholders. It has
done so by reaching out to business, advocating business engage-
ment within the United Nations and facilitating the internalization of
United Nations Global Compact principles within the United Nations
itself. The United Nations Global Compact continues to be a magnet
for businesses eager to support the goals of the United Nations,
including the MDGs. As of August 2005, more than 2,000 compa-
nies and other stakeholders are participants of the Secretary-
General’s voluntary initiative advancing responsible corporate citi-
zenship. It is particularly important to note the strong and growing
participation of companies from developing economies, including
Brazil, China, Egypt and India. The United Nations Global Compact
asks participating companies to embrace, support and enact, with-
in their sphere of influence, a set of core values in the areas of
human rights, labour standards, the environment and anti-corrup-
tion. This set of core values now includes ten principles that the
United Nations Global Compact seeks to integrate into business
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activities through a range of activities and engagement mechanisms, including dialogue,
learning, outreach and projects.2 Through its growing web of local UN Global Compact net-
works, the initiative has entered a path of healthy and sustainable growth. The increasingly
important role of local networks is also driving much of the reform of the initiative’s gover-
nance structure that will be implemented in the second half of 2005.

The United Nations Global Compact Office has also become a catalyst and information
provider for institutional reform within the United Nations. The United Nations is currently in
the process of internalizing the United Nations Global Compact’s ten principles in four key
areas: procurement practices, pension fund policies, facilities management and human
resource management. The United Nations Global Compact Office participates in an advisory
group that has been established to provide guidance to the United Nations’ four working
groups and also assists in promoting the ten principles on a broader basis throughout the
organization. The United Nations Global Compact Office has been supporting the efforts of the
Procurement Division to develop a draft United Nations Supplier Code of Conduct and numer-
ous awareness-raising activities have been undertaken.

The process of structural and cultural transformation in the United Nations is by no means
complete, nor has it progressed evenly within the Organization. In fact, it varies substantially
across the United Nations system. This is not surprising, given the huge diversity of existing
partnerships, the multiplicity of mandates and work profiles that exist as well as the varying
levels of resources organizations are able to commit to this change process.

This chapter provides a snapshot of the accomplishments and remaining challenges that the
United Nations faces as it undergoes the process of cultural and structural reform necessary to
turn itself into an effective partnership player. This chapter focuses on two issues in particular.

First, it reviews the progress that has been made in opening the United Nations intergov-
ernmental process to business and civil society. This opening has not merely been instru-
mental for introducing new perspectives to international policy debates. In addition, it has
also created an enabling environment for additional project-related partnerships to emerge.
Second, the chapter provides a preliminary overview and assessment of the various efforts
made recently by United Nations organizations to put in place the necessary skills, policies,
mechanisms and tools to facilitate the development of partnerships with business and civil
society. It focuses on achievements as well as the remaining impediments to strong man-
agement and local ownership in partnerships.

Opening the United Nations 
to business and civil society 

One of the most spectacular trends in recent years is the fast pace at which the United Nations
has begun to include business and civil society in the intergovernmental process. The motivation
behind opening the doors of traditionally intergovernmental processes to other stakeholders is
clear. In many cases, non-governmental actors bring critical resources to the table – particularly
knowledge and expertise that are conducive to improving the quality of the intergovernmental
process. In addition, the United Nations and Governments have realized that by giving business
and civil society a seat at the table, they increase the likelihood that agreements will actually be
implemented. As such, partnerships can play an important role in supporting the implementation
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of objectives and mandates stemming from intergovernmental deliberations. Yet, a voice in
global public policy making does not usually translate into a vote. It is only in rare cases that
actors from business and civil society attain decision-making power in United Nations forums.3  

The trend of opening up the doors to business and civil society is not entirely new. The
first United Nations conference that featured formal engagement of external stakeholders
was the Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment, which took place in 1972.4

Ever since, the inclusion of voices from business and civil society has become more sys-
tematic across the United Nations system.5 Particularly since the early 1990s, this process
of giving business and civil society a stake has gained rapid momentum.

In the case of United Nations-business relations, this process can be clearly character-
ized as one of “rapprochement”.6 At the time of the founding of the United Nations, the
business community was an ardent supporter of the world organization. Individual compa-
nies as well as international business associations such as the International Chamber of
Commerce (ICC) provided their political backing to the creation of the United Nations,
emphasizing the critical importance of such an institution to stabilizing peace and thereby
prosperity in the world. With the onset of the Cold War, United Nations-business relations
grew antagonistic. The demise of the superpower conflict and the fast pace of globaliza-
tion have fundamentally altered the environment for United Nations-business relations, pro-
viding a space for more constructive engagement.

Financing for development
One of the most recent and most prominent examples of effective stakeholder engagement
can be found in the follow-up process to the Financing for Development Conference, held
in Monterrey, Mexico, in March 2002. In response to a General Assembly resolution, the
Financing for Development Office has initiated a series of multistakeholder consultations
on financing for development issues.7 The findings were presented at the High Level
Dialogue on Financing for Development in June 2005.

Partners from business and civil society have been responsible for managing some of
these consultations, focusing on: how partnerships can enhance the climate for private
investment (for consultations managed by the World Economic Forum see Box 14); how
systemic issues included in the Monterrey Consensus can best be addressed (consulta-
tions managed by New Rules for Global Finance Coalition); and how to build inclusive finan-
cial systems (consultations managed by the Financing for Development Office itself). The
business sector has also been actively involved in another set of multistakeholder consul-
tations managed by the Financing for Development Office, dealing with the impact of sov-
ereign debt on development. In this context, the Financing for Development Office has
formed a business advisory committee on debt comprising leading investors and bankers,
to provide expert input to meetings on this issue.
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In March 2002, the United Nations convened the
International Conference on Financing for
Development in Monterrey, Mexico. The partici-
pating stakeholders concluded that greater
cooperation between the public and the private
sector is crucial to overcome the shortcomings of
development finance and to achieve the
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).

Responding to the stakeholders’ call for
greater coherence between public and private
actors, the United Nations Department of
Economic and Social Affairs and the World
Economic Forum’s Global Institute for Partnership
and Governance launched the Financing for
Development Initiative (FfDI). Over the course of a
series of roundtables with practitioners, the FfDI’s
work stream on Public-Private Partnerships ana-
lyzed and documented obstacles and success
factors regarding opportunities for partnerships in
the areas of education, health and water – with a
special focus on reaching the MDGs.

While the roundtables covered three separate
issue areas, the practitioners identified similar
opportunities and obstacles with regard to part-
nership activities. They referred to difficulties in
negotiating and reaching agreement between
non-traditional parties. Lack of political will and
public support for partnership projects as well as

the inability to agree on performance targets fur-
ther tends to jeopardize successful partnering.
Effective partnership work further relies on trust-
building factors, such as strong negotiation
skills, a transparent operating environment,
effective systems and time. Overcoming funding
barriers, improved financial forward planning and
efficient management of transaction costs repre-
sent additional challenges.

Participants from all roundtables stressed the
importance of experienced and well-connected
“champions” whose leadership contributions can
significantly facilitate partnership development
and implementation. An understanding of shared
objectives constitutes yet another central factor
for successful collaboration. Participants further
emphasized the value of a careful partner selec-
tion process. Representatives of the roundtables
underlined that strong representation, particularly
of domestic actors, strengthens programme rele-
vance, effectiveness and ownership. Clear man-
agement processes, such as the introduction of
budget lines, help improve partnership perform-
ance and the partners’ “capacity to collaborate”.
Participants further noted that partnerships have
failed or underperformed as a result of insufficient
programme accountability and poorly defined
roles. Good governance and effective accountabil-

ity structures should therefore accompany
improvements in ownership and management
processes.

The results of the FfDI gatherings were sum-
marized in an interim report that was published
in June 2005. The final report will be presented
at the next High-Level Plenary Meeting of the
60th session of the General Assembly in
September 2005. The findings will also feed into
the World Economic Forum Annual Meeting 2006
in Davos.

More information at:

United Nations Department of Economic and
Social Affairs: Follow-up process to the confer-
ence on Financing for Development
http://www.un.org/esa/ffd/

World Economic Forum:
Financing for Development Initiative 
www.weforum.org/developmentfinance.

United Nations Development Programme (UNDP):
Financing for Development 
http://www.undp.org/ffd/

Box 13   | Financing for Development Initiative

The long-term outcome of the 2002 International Conference on Financing for Development in Monterrey, Mexico has been increased development assis-
tance and greater financial support toward the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs).
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The Commission for Sustainable Development 
Partnerships also continue to transform the work of the Commission for Sustainable
Development (CSD). Partnerships for sustainable development were an important outcome
of the Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable Development in 2002. Since the Summit,
308 partnerships have been registered with the CSD Secretariat. These partnerships are pro-
filed in an interactive online database that contains information based on voluntary self-
reports. The purpose of the CSD Partnerships Database is to facilitate experience and knowl-
edge-sharing on the implementation of sustainable development through partnerships and
to assist individual partnership initiatives in their efforts to attract new partners and donors.
The Partnerships Database was launched in February 2004. As of 2 May 2005, the data-
base had registered 35,095 visits.

In 2004, in preparation for CSD-12, the CSD Secretariat produced the first Secretary-
General’s report on partnerships for sustainable development.8 The report identified emerg-
ing themes and trends within the CSD-registered partnerships using parameters such as geo-
graphical scope, thematic focus, resources and implementation mechanisms. In addition, at
CSD-12, a Partnerships Fair was incorporated into the official programme of the CSD Sessions
to provide a venue for sharing lessons learned, showcasing progress made by existing part-
nerships, launching new partnerships and networking among existing and potential partners.
The CSD-13 Partnerships Fair in 2005 focused on water, sanitation and human settlements,
as well as cross-cutting practical issues relevant to all partnerships. It also included a discus-
sion on “The Role of the Private Sector in Partnerships for Sustainable Development”.

Various other activities are being undertaken by the Division for Sustainable Development
(DSD) of the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA) – which acts
as the CSD Secretariat – to increase awareness about the registered partnerships. At the
International Meeting to Review the Implementation of the Programme of Action for the
Sustainable Development of Small Island Developing States in Port-Louis, Mauritius from 10
to 14 January 2005, the Secretariat organized a Programme of Partnerships Activities. In
addition, following the success of the Rome Partnerships Forum the Moroccan Ministry of
Territory Planning, Water and Environment in cooperation with DSD / UNDESA organized the
2nd International Forum on Partnerships for Sustainable Development: Advancing
Implementation on Water and Energy, held in Marrakech, from 21 to 23 March, 2005. DSD /
UNDESA provided assistance on substantive aspects of the Forum and prepared background
documents. The outcomes of the Forum were presented at CSD-13.

The CSD Secretariat is now working to encourage greater business involvement in regis-
tration of partnerships with the Secretariat and more active participation in the Partnerships
Fair. In addition, it is also working to create links between CSD Partnerships and other part-
nerships-related efforts involving business and industry, such as the World Bank
Development Marketplace.9 

United Nations ESCAP Business Advisory Council (BAC) 
and the Asia-Pacific Business Forum 
In 2004, the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific
(ESCAP) established two new initiatives for increasing cooperation with business, the 
United Nations ESCAP Business Advisory Council (BAC) and the Asia-Pacific Business Forum.
The BAC consists of 21 prominent business leaders from the Asia-Pacific region. The aim is
to advise ESCAP in promoting cooperation between the private sector and the United Nations
in support of the purposes, policies and activities of the United Nations in the region. The
Asia-Pacific Business Forum was initiated to provide a platform for dialogue among busi-
ness, Governments and civil society on social and economic policy issues and their implica-
tions for the region’s economies. In 2005, the Forum focused on how the public and private
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sectors can work together to improve the climate for doing business as well as the promo-
tion of corporate social responsibility.

The United Nations ICT Task Force
The ICT Task Force is an additional example of how the United Nations has started to
engage non-governmental actors in its work.10 The Task Force was created by the
Secretary-General in 2001 to advise the United Nations on ICT for development issues. The
initiative intends to lend a truly global dimension to the multitude of efforts to bridge the
global digital divide, foster digital opportunity and thus firmly put ICT at the service of devel-
opment for all.

The ICT Task Force is clearly unique among the various other initiatives in the 
United Nations that feature business or civil society participation. It is an intergovernmen-
tal body in which businesses and NGOs have the same decision-making power as
Governments. As a result, it is one of the very few forums in the United Nations where
external stakeholders have a full seat at the table.

Since its creation, this multistakeholder body has produced a great deal. For example,
it has been instrumental in supporting the efforts to establish common “ICT for develop-
ment” (ICT 4D) indicators. In addition, the initiative has generally drawn attention to the
importance of ICT in the path to the end of poverty and the attainment of the MDGs. As a
consequence, it has helped to mobilize new public and private resources to support infor-
mation and communication technologies ICT-for-development programmes and projects.11

Today the ICT Task Force is widely regarded as a highly effective multistakeholder forum
offering an effective space for key leaders in Government, business, civil society and the
United Nations to share ideas, concerns and develop collaborative projects together. The
Task Force was originally scheduled to last three years, but was extended until the end of
2005, after which it will permanently expire.

The United Nations Fund for International Partnerships 
Founded in 1998, the United Nations Fund for International Partnerships (UNFIP) serves as
the operational arm of the Secretary-General in the partnership between the United Nations
system and the United Nations Foundation (UNF), the public charity responsible for admin-
istering Ted Turner’s historic gift of US$1 billion in support of United Nations goals. UNFIP
promotes new and innovative partnerships in support of the Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs) with a diverse array of public and private sector stakeholders. UNFIP also provides
suggestions on strategic ways for corporations and foundations to support the Millennium
Development Goals and to mobilize additional resources for the United Nations system.

Since 1998, the UNF/UNFIP partnership has committed US$637 million for 324 proj-
ects implemented by United Nations funds, agencies and programmes in 122 countries in
alliance with Governments, NGOs, corporations and other private foundations. The majori-
ty of these projects respond to four priority areas: Women and Population, Environment,
(including climate change and biodiversity), Children’s Health and Peace, Security and
Human Rights. Over US$230 million of co-financing from other partners has been gener-
ated in support of these projects and programmes. Through the UNF/UNFIP partnership,
various partnerships have also received support, including the Global Reporting Initiative
and the Shea Butter Production Initiative.

Taking stock
Despite their obvious diversity, all of these initiatives and projects share a number of com-
mon features. For example, stakeholder engagement at the United Nations rarely focuses
on just one group. The opening of the United Nations usually means including business as
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well as civil society. Second, stakeholder engagement in intergovernmental processes is usu-
ally strategic. By bringing business and civil society to the United Nations in forums such as
the Financing for Development process or the UN ICT Task Force, the world organization is
not primarily seeking financial support. In most instances, the United Nations includes busi-
ness and civil society in order to capitalize on their experience, knowledge and expertise.
Furthermore, in intergovernmental forums stakeholder engagement is frequently organized
through associations in order to make the process more efficient and effective. However, with
few exceptions, the involvement of non-governmental actors usually does not mean award-
ing business and civil society with a vote.

When engaging stakeholders from business and civil society, the United Nations has to
balance the need for inclusiveness with the need to ensure practicality and impact. At the
end of the day, this entails establishing criteria for stakeholder participation and deciding
who can sit at the table and who cannot. This process can raise thorny political issues and
the United Nations needs to be careful in ensuring the transparency of such selection
processes. In addition, while stakeholder engagement can be useful, it is also important not
to elevate it to a dogma. Engaging business and civil society for the sake of engaging them
is a waste of scarce resources. The United Nations needs to become more strategic in its
outreach efforts, especially in the interest of stakeholders who usually commit significant
resources (i.e. time, money, etc.) to such processes.

This report can only illustrate some of the manifold initiatives that have developed across
the United Nations system in recent years. This review is neither comprehensive nor can it pro-
vide a realistic grasp of the dynamism and optimism that characterize many of these initiatives.
These limited illustrations demonstrate that the overall institutional environment for business
and civil society engagement is becoming significantly more favourable. Increasingly, the
engagement of a variety of stakeholders into United Nations activities is not the exception but
the norm. This also has an impact on the development of concrete partnership initiatives that
bring together the United Nations with actors from business and civil society.

Raising the partnership performance 
of the United Nations
As chapter II demonstrated, in addition to opening the intergovernmental process to include
the voice and perspective of business and civil society, almost all United Nations organiza-
tions have started to engage other stakeholders in concrete, project-level partnerships.

Many of the identified partnership challenges, such as finding agreement on clear goals
and objectives, integrating impact assessment mechanisms, or strengthening local ownership,
vary with the quality and strength of partnership management.

One major determinant of strong partnership management is the level of “interface
capacity” of each partner, including the United Nations.12 In other words, a partnership can
only perform as well as each individual partner is able to leverage its own core competen-
cies and resources to the table.

Interface capacity can be understood as the ability of an organization to work effectively
in multistakeholder partnerships. This ability depends on the presence of the skills, policies,
mechanisms and tools necessary to facilitate partnership work.13 For the United Nations, the
integration of such skills, policies, mechanisms and tools should not imply that partnerships
have to be relevant to all aspects of United Nations work at all times. As noted previously,
partnerships are a complement to established work streams.
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Building interface capacity is crucial to both fully leverage the potential of existing part-
nerships and to develop and adopt best practice in future. Good interface capacity requires
that partnership work is integrated into the broader management frameworks of the 
United Nations. Nurturing interface capacity is therefore expressly not a series of fixed activ-
ities, such as one-off workshops or trainings. Rather, it is a process of profound institution-
al adaptation that necessarily involves changing attitudes and deepening understanding
about complex issues and how partnerships can help address them.

Good interface capacity will also help the United Nations bring its own core assets and
competencies to the fore; in particular it’s convening power, its value-based mission, geo-
graphical reach and knowledge. The results of a non-representative survey with business par-
ticipants in the United Nations Global Compact show that the values and the brand of the
United Nations are the most important drivers behind a company’s decision to engage the
world organization in partnerships (see Figure 2 below). In the future, it will be important that

the brand and value proposition of the United Nations is projected together with its operational
competencies in more effective ways. Improving interface capacity is one important aspect.

First accomplishments
In recent years, various United Nations organizations have taken impressive first steps in
building the necessary interface capacity to facilitate partnership engagement. Despite
variation, the results of a survey with United Nations Private Sector Focal Points reveals that
there are a number of encouraging developments across the entire United Nations system:

• Now, almost all United Nations organizations have put specific guidelines in place that pro-
vide operational and legal guidance for the engagement of business and civil society.14

• An overwhelming majority of United Nations organizations have people on staff who
are experienced in building and managing partnerships. Some United Nations
organizations have also started to include partnership management in job descrip-
tions and provide various incentives for staff to reach out to external stakeholders.

• Many United Nations organizations have created websites geared at profiling their
partnership activities and facilitating more effective outreach to potential partners.
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Many United Nations organizations have also taken additional steps at building the nec-
essary skills, policies, tools and mechanisms for building partnerships. The United Nations
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) is probably the most advanced of all United Nations organizations
in integrating partnerships into its core activities.15 UNICEF was one of the first United
Nations bodies that started to partner with business and civil society to further its goals. Its
mission and unique organizational structure facilitate effective outreach, in particular to busi-
ness. Many companies find it highly attractive to work with UNICEF because of its positive
brand image and association with children’s causes. As a consequence, today UNICEF is one
of the United Nations organizations with the greatest experience in partnership activities.

UNICEF boasts a highly sophisticated partnership portfolio that offers potential partners a
wide range of opportunities to work with the organization, including so-called innovative part-
nerships, strategic philanthropic initiatives and global, regional and local cause-marketing ini-
tiatives, in addition to employee-driven programmes. UNICEF is currently engaged in a variety
of partnerships, including multistakeholder initiatives that seek to set common norms and stan-
dards for specific children’s issues; partnerships that mobilize support for UNICEF’s pro-
grammes, including financial support, as well as multi-sector initiatives that seek to share and
disseminate resources and expertise of partners from business and civil society to advance
children’s causes. To facilitate this work, UNICEF has put partnership guidelines in place.16  The
organization’s partnership work is steered by a small Corporate Alliances team that coordinates
outreach to partners. In 2003, UNICEF maintained partnerships with more than 180 companies
that each contributed more than US$100,000 either in-kind or in cash, to partnership projects.

The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) has also taken remarkable steps in
recent years in creating the necessary institutional structures and policies for building part-
nerships with other stakeholders.17 As a result, UNDP maintains a broad portfolio of part-
nership projects which has grown tremendously in recent years and continues to expand.
Partnership projects encompass all core areas of UNDP’s work, including Democratic
Governance, Poverty Reduction, Information and Communications Technologies, HIV/AIDS,
Energy and Environment and Crisis Prevention and Recovery.18 For each of these work areas
UNDP has defined a strategy that highlights partnership opportunities, its own core compe-
tencies and what kind of partners it is looking for to facilitate such work.19 

UNDP highlights four ways the agency can contribute to partnerships. First, UNDP can offer to
serve as a neutral broker, thus building on its long experience in bringing different institutions
together, specifically at the country level. Second, the programme can bring credibility to partner-
ship activities, thus building on its reputation as a trustworthy institution. Third, UNDP is able to
contribute knowledge and expertise, thus building on the organization’s local knowledge and
extensive on-the-ground presence in developing countries. Finally, the Development Programme
may bring its own financial muscle to bear, thus building on its advantage of being a funding insti-
tution. When determining potential business partners, UNDP is looking for know-how, commit-
ment, a clear business rationale and a financial contribution for project implementation.

As is the case for UNICEF and various other United Nations organizations, UNDP’s activi-
ties with business are structured by guidelines that complement the Secretary-General’s
Guidelines on Cooperation Between the United Nations and the Business Community, issued
in 2000.20 Moreover, UNDP’s engagement with business is guided by a policy statement that
provides further practical guidance for the organization’s partnership work.21 The document
specifies principles of engagement that UNDP must follow when engaging partners from the
business community. For instance, one principle states that partnerships need to reflect
national priorities and that they include all relevant stakeholders, including civil society
organizations. As such, the document provides valuable guidance for staff as well as exter-
nal partners. UNDP’s partnership work is coordinated by the Division for Business
Partnerships at headquarters in New York.
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Finally, the past year also saw concrete follow-up to the launch of “Unleashing
Entrepreneurship,” a report prepared under the auspices of UNDP in 2004 on behalf of the
Commission on the Private Sector and Development. The report was officially launched in
over 30 countries, engaging Heads of State, key policy-makers, local governments and pri-
vate sector players – both foreign and domestic. These launch events were complemented
by a series of workshops and new project developments including concrete initiatives under-
taken by the United Nations system embodying the recommendations of the report.

The United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO) is another United Nations
organization that has started to integrate partnerships with business and other stakeholders
into its main lines of work. At UNIDO, partnerships with business are geared in particular at
nurturing the small and medium-sized enterprise (SME) sector in developing countries
through the UNIDO Business Partnerships Programme.22 In particular, the Programme focus-
es on enhancing and facilitating the quality, efficiency and the international competitiveness
of SMEs, trying to promote technological and managerial learning, increased domestic
resource use in production and increased productive employment and incomes. As such,
UNIDO’s partnership activities are closely aligned with the organization’s overall goals and
objectives of promoting sustainable industrial development.23

UNIDO has developed a Partnership Guide that provides detailed background information for
its own staff as well as prospective and current partners on how partnerships are developed,
what purpose they serve and what principles they should follow. UNIDO sketches out a variety
of different roles the organization can play in partnerships (neutral broker at the country level,
expert in industrial development, network facilitator). UNIDO’s partnership work is coordinated
by a small team located at its headquarters in Vienna. Through its partnerships with business
UNIDO has collected valuable experiences in recent years and it has been working systemati-
cally to integrate the lessons learned into its partnership practices. Currently, UNIDO is prepar-
ing the launch of a comprehensive programme on corporate social responsibility for SMEs in
developing countries to further facilitate the proactive integration of small suppliers in nation-
al and global value chains. In this context, the programme seeks to support SMEs in becom-
ing environmentally sound and socially responsible companies, while at the same time
increasing their overall competitiveness.

Other United Nations bodies such as the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)
and the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) have made simi-
lar attempts at fostering the skills, policies, mechanisms and tools necessary for transform-
ing their organization into effective partnership players. At UNEP, the Division of Technology,
Industry and Economics (DTIE) plays a key role in shaping the strategy of the organization
in reaching out to external stakeholders and in particular to business. Through various vol-
untary sectoral initiatives with the business community, DTIE helps to promote the develop-
ment of policies, economic instruments and management instruments for an environmen-
tally sound approach to business.24 Over the years, UNEP has gathered a large amount of
experience in helping to promote and manage voluntary sector initiatives and these experi-
ences are captured and disseminated within the organization.

Various United Nations organizations have also helped to launch multistakeholder initiatives
designed to address the two key challenges facing partnerships, namely the lack of local own-
ership and weak management (see chapter II). These “partnerships of partnerships” provide
incentives for forging relationships with new partners and building partnering capacity, prima-
rily at the country level.

One example is the Equator Initiative, a UNDP-led partnership that brings together ten
organizations – ranging from national Governments and NGOs to research institutions and
local community networks. A central focus of the initiative is on partnership building at the
local, national and global levels. This partnership building mandate has been advanced
through the Equator Prize, an international award to recognize outstanding community
efforts to reduce poverty and conserve biodiversity (see Box 14).

the United Nations: an effective partnership player? 65

At UNIDO, partnerships are

geared in particular at 

nurturing the small and

medium-sized enterprise

sector in developing 

countries.

“Partnerships of partnerships”

provide incentives for 

forging relationships with

new partners and building

partnering capacity,

primarily at the 

country level.

 



66 Business UNusual

©
  P

ro
gr

am
a 

Ca
m

pe
si

no
 a

 C
am

pe
si

no



the United Nations: an effective partnership player? 67

Stressing the importance of local ownership and
community empowerment, Mark Malloch Brown,
former UNDP Administrator and now the
Secretary-General’s chef de cabinet, stated: “The
MDGs will only be achieved farmer by farmer,
family by family and community by community.”
Siuna, a municipality situated in the midst of
Nicaragua’s Bosawas Biosphere Reserve, is one
of these communities.

In the past, small farmers often became
acquainted with sustainable agriculture tech-
nologies through outside “experts”. These out-
side specialists frequently underestimated the
degree to which small farmers, through experi-
ence and knowledge of local circumstances,
could contribute to solving problems that the
communities face.

Participating in the highly successful
Programa Campesino a Campesino (PCaC) initia-
tive, Siuna’s farmers have reversed the idea of
top-down implementation in the area of sustain-
able agriculture and taken matters into their own
hands. Through PCaC, Sinua’s farmers have
acquired skill sets that enable them to serve as

effective promoters of sustainable agricultural
practices, technologies and reforestation.

Programa Campesino a Campesino serves as
one of many powerful examples of the effective-
ness of local ownership in the area of sustainable
development. Building upon the conviction that
economic development can and should be fos-
tered through the conservation and sustainable
use of biodiversity, UNDP’s Equator Initiative
works to raise the profile and build the capacity of
such successful local efforts, which often come in
the form of multistakeholder partnerships. In
2002, PCaC was chosen as one of 27 finalists for
the Equator Initiative’s biennial Equator Prize,
which is a global award recognizing sustainable
community innovation for poverty reduction and
biodiversity conservation in the tropics.

The Equator Prize is merely one element in
the Equator Initiative’s development strategy.
Recognizing that policies on poverty reduction
and preservation of biodiversity crucially depend
upon the knowledge and innovation of local peo-
ple, the Equator Initiative aims to expand the
impact of community initiatives. A core compo-

nent at the heart of the Equator Initiative is the
concept of local ownership and interest in local
people and their experience.

The Equator Initiative constitutes a partner-
ship that brings together the United Nations,
Government, civil society, business and founda-
tions to advance and advocate for the growing
number of sustainable communities throughout
the tropical developing countries.

In addition to awarding the Equator Prize, the
Equator Initiative offers learning exchange grants
for grassroots practitioners, engages in eco-
entrepreneur mentoring and brings community
actors together for peer-to-peer and local-to-
global sharing of best practices. It links local sus-
tainable development innovations with policies
that affect them – thus creating a community-to-
policy connection. Finally, the Equator Initiative
fosters research and learning through the cre-
ation of scholar and expert networks and also
mounts a global public awareness campaign in
order to raise the profile of sustainable communi-
ties in donor countries.

Box 14   | The Equator Initiative (http://www.undp.org/equatorinitiative/) 

Participating in the highly successful Programa Campesino a Campesino (PCaC) initiative, farmers from Siuna, Nicaragua have reversed the idea of top-
down implementation in the area of sustainable agriculture and taken matters into their own hands.

©
  P

ro
gr

am
a 

Ca
m

pe
si

no
 a

 C
am

pe
si

no



68 Business UNusual

©
  A

gu
a 

Tu
ya

 P
ro

gr
am



“Business as unusual” – Is this an accurate way
to describe most public-private partnerships for
sustainable development? Many would disagree.
Partnerships have, for all their praise in recent
years, come under increasing criticism for being
a donor-driven phenomenon: guided by the sup-
ply side of development policies, rather than
being mechanisms for addressing genuine sus-
tainable development needs. So far, it is indeed
mostly international partnerships, spanning
countries and involving major international
organizations, which have stood in the limelight.

It is against this backdrop that the Seed
Initiative – Supporting Entrepreneurs for
Environment and Development – was launched
in 2004. The Seed Initiative is spearheaded by
IUCN (World Conservation Union), UNEP, as well
as UNDP and supports nascent, locally-driven,
entrepreneurial partnerships that bring together
a variety of actors: businesses, civil society
organizations, public authorities and local com-
munities. The initiative has three components: a
biennial awards scheme, capacity-building
activities and a research programme.

The first round of the Seed Awards was
announced in April 2004. In the following
months, more than 260 partnership proposals
from 66 countries and representing 1,200
organizations, were received. Over 90 percent of
the partnership proposals have their focus in
developing countries. The thematic issues

addressed are diverse. Two-thirds of the partner-
ship profiles focus on water, energy, health, agri-
culture and biodiversity (WEHAB); over half of
these are on agriculture. An international selec-
tion panel chose twelve of the most inspiring
projects to be finalists for the Awards. From
these twelve, verified through the local offices of
respective Seed partner organizations, an inter-
national jury chaired by the Secretary-General of
the World Summit on Sustainable Development,
Nitin Desai, selected five partnerships to be the
2005 Seed Award recipients. This year’s winners
include a Nepalese partnership aimed at har-
vesting and establishing markets for sea buck-
thorn plants, a multistakeholder effort to estab-
lish Madagascar’s first community-run Marine
Protection Area and a partnership to extend
access to affordable water in peri-urban areas of
Cochabamba, Bolivia.

The Seed Awards are not monetary, but offer
a combination of exposure and capacity devel-
opment services for partnerships. The twelve
finalist partnerships are invited to attend knowl-
edge exchange and capacity development work-
shops. These include training sessions on
fundraising strategies, the development of busi-
ness plans, governance structures and reporting
mechanisms. Finalist partnerships are also
“showcased” to provide them with opportunities
to seek further collaborators, donations and in-
kind contributions. The five Seed Award recipi-

ents receive the “full package” of support, which
is highly flexible. Often Seed awardees are
appointed an experienced partnership broker
who performs a needs assessment of the part-
nership and a targeted support programme is
devised. This may include securing the support
of the leaders from relevant businesses, public
authorities etc. or using the network of Seed
partners to leverage additional resources.
Support services can also include introductions
to public authorities or funders and facilitating
further media exposure.

A final component of the Seed Initiative is
its research and learning channel. Based on
the submissions to the Seed Awards and the
experiences gathered in providing services to
awardees, the Seed Initiative seeks to stimu-
late a research programme focused on locally-
driven entrepreneurial partnerships. The goal
of the programme is to inform policy makers
and support the creation and implementation
of new locally-driven partnerships.

The Seed Initiative receives support from
various sources, including the German Federal
Ministry for Environment, the United States
Government, the Norwegian Ministry of the
Environment, Defra, U.K., the Netherlands
Ministry for the Environment, Swiss Re and the
United Nations Global Compact.

For more information please visit the Seed
Initiative website at www.seedinit.org.

Box 15   | The Seed Initiative (www.seedinit.org) 

(Above) Andavadoaka, Madagascar: as well as introducing the Marine Protected Area, the partnership is working with the local communities to conduct
socio-economic surveys, capture traditional ecological knowledge and provide education to children in isolated communities. (Left) One 2005 Seed Award
recipient is a locally-driven, multistakeholder partnership that provides a poor suburban community in Cochabamba, Bolivia, with access to low-cost
potable water and sanitation.

The Seed Initiative, supported by UNDP, UNEP and the United Nations Global Compact Office, likewise seeks to foster locally-driven, locally-
owned partnerships. An awards scheme, capacity-building activities and a research programme all aim to identify and support nascent,
entrepreneurial partnerships and to disseminate their best-practice experience.
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These are only a few examples of the many efforts by organizations in the United Nations
system to build the skills, policies, mechanisms and tools necessary for transforming their
organization into effective partnership players. As indicated earlier, the level and extent to
which United Nations organizations have made progress on this front varies, among other
things, on the suitability of the partnership paradigm to missions and work profiles of indi-
vidual United Nations organizations, the availability of resources to fund such a transforma-
tion process and the commitment of senior management in pushing the process forward and
providing it with high-level support.

Decentralizing partnerships
Another significant but more recent trend across the United Nations system is the increasing
decentralization of partnership work to regional and country offices. As noted in chapter II, the
degree of local ownership in partnerships depends to a large extent on the ability of individ-
ual partners, including the United Nations, to ensure participation of their own local offices in
the conceptualization and implementation phases of partnerships. Local offices need to be in
the driver’s seat, identifying partnership priorities, helping to bring other local stakeholders
aboard and managing the implementation process. As such, the degree of local ownership is,
to some extent, a function of building partnership interface capacity at the country-office level.

In recent years, various United Nations organizations have started programmes designed
to build capacity at their country and regional offices with the goal of fostering bottom-up part-
nership growth and management. A key programme initiated by the United Nations Global
Compact and now being implemented by UNDP is the Growing Sustainable Business Initiative
(GSB). Recognizing that business is the main force behind economic growth, GSB was creat-
ed to contribute to poverty reduction by way of brokering multistakeholder partnerships that
faciliate business-led enterprise solutions to poverty reduction at the country office level.
Rooted in the values promoted by the United Nations Global Compact, the GSB constitutes a
support framework for businesses that seek to develop and implement commercially viable
projects within their core business or value chain. The partnerships that arise out of the GSB
framework thus serve two purposes: they help reduce investment risk and enable specific pro-
poor, commercially viable business investments in developing countries.

GSB fills an important niche between the need to serve both consumers in developing coun-
tries and the interests of private sector enterprises looking to invest in developing country mar-
kets. By assisting in the creation of business-oriented partnerships and by collecting and dissem-
inating data on innovative sustainable business projects, GSB operates and delivers on three inter-
connected levels: as a full-time broker, a research platform and a technical assistance platform.

In each of the five countries in which GSB initiatives are currently underway, a full-time
GSB broker acts as convener and intermediary for the relevant stakeholders. Employing
UNDP’s impartiality, the GSB broker assists in identifying, developing and supporting sustain-
able business investment projects and further helps to facilitate negotiations between busi-
ness, Government, civil society, potential donors and development partners.

In order to foster research in the area of sustainable business, GSB further provides co-fund-
ing for socio-economic and feasibility studies. The studies, which are intended to generate envi-
ronmental and social impact assessments as well as socio-economic data, serve to support spe-
cific business plans. As the studies are sponsored in part by the public sector, the research find-
ings are deliberately publicized to increase learning among all interested stakeholders.

Finally, GSB offers funds for the provision of technical assistance and capacity building in
the context of a specific investment. The described assistance is geared to support local
entrepreneurs, local government and local NGOs that are expected to be involved in a GSB
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investment project, thus acknowledging the core importance of local ownership in the
development and implementation process of sustainable business projects.

As of June 2005, GSB was active in Tanzania, Madagascar, Ethiopia, Kenya and
Zambia. At the global level, the GSB initiative is being implemented by UNDP’s Division for
Business Partnerships. The initiative is supported by two special advisers. Five national GSB
brokers coordinate the initiative at the country level. It has now amassed a portfolio of over
15 leading global businesses and is expanding in Africa, Asia and Latin America.

The GSB framework meets the key criteria that have helped other partnership initiatives
succeed in the following ways: the broad involvement of sustainable business specialists
from all three sectors; the existence of a well-designed and carefully balanced manage-
ment scheme; a conceptual focus on research and impact assessment; and the inclusion
and targeted support of local actors.

The United Nations has also taken first steps to train staff at the country and regional lev-
els. Since 1998, the United Nations System Staff College (UNSSC) has developed and imple-
mented various partnership training initiatives that have built the capacity of United Nations
staff to engage in partnerships with business and civil society in country and regional offices.
In addition, the UNDP Learning Resources Centre in collaboration with the Development
Group Office (DGO) and the UNSSC facilitate a Resident Coordinator/ Resident Representative
(RC/RR) Induction Workshop with a session focused on ‘Strategic Partnerships’. The aim of
this session is to enhance awareness on key issues relating to partnership with the private
sector and civil society. Various UNDP regional bureaus have also taken steps to provide part-
nership training to staff members. For example, in October 2004, UNDP’s Regional Bureau
for Europe and the Commonwealth of Independent States (RBEC) held a three-day workshop
for the Business Focal Points from UNDP country offices in Central Europe, Central Asia and
the Balkans. The workshop had the objective of strengthening the strategic approach of coun-
try offices to partnerships with business. A survey of Private Sector Focal Points and Resident
Representatives conducted prior to the meeting gave an overview of country office engage-
ment with the private sector and perceived challenges to this work. Two obstacles in particu-
lar were stressed here: Within country offices, there is a need for greater capacity building
regarding work with the private sector. Externally, country offices face the problem of attract-
ing business cooperation in a region in which the culture of entrepreneurship is relatively new.

At the workshop, the Focal Points were given the opportunity to present their ongoing
partnerships with business in further detail and to exchange experiences and best practice.
The workshop had a strong training component, which aimed at assisting the Business
Focal Points in development of a private sector strategy for their county office. Participants
were guided in developing country office strategy actions plans. Only one country office,
Bosnia, had such a plan in place prior to the 2004 workshop. These action plans, circulat-
ed internally amongst the Focal Points, map the individual UNDP country office’s three, six
and twelve-month objectives and activities for developing partnership with business.

There are various other ongoing initiatives across the United Nations system designed to
increase the capacity in country and regional offices to build partnerships. However, it appears
that many of these efforts are by and large, still in their infancy.

Challenges along the way
United Nations organizations are also confronted with a number of challenges in the
process of mainstreaming partnerships into their work. These challenges frequently under-
mine the effectiveness of the United Nations to work in partnership with stakeholders from
business and civil society and occasionally contribute to weak partnership management.
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Some United Nations organizations have taken initial steps to integrate partnership work into
their operations. However, the reality in many United Nations organizations is still one in which
partnership work often remains at the institutional fringes, conducted parallel to, but discon-
nected from, the main lines of work.25  While some United Nations organizations have created
partnership units of dedicated staff working with great commitment on projects, there are few
cases where such work is integrated into mainstream operations. As one United Nations staff
member noted: “Many of my colleagues are interested and supportive of our partnership work.
But I need to be able to provide a value-added to them for their work. Otherwise they are sim-
ply not interested.…However, in order for partnerships to contribute to their work, we would
need to get involved at a much earlier stage, during project planning. At this point, in many
cases we get involved too late. Rather than thinking about how partnerships can provide a
value-added to their work many look to them to bring in finance. That usually does not work
very well.” Another staff member noted: “I believe my biggest challenge is to bring the part-
nership idea to the rest of the organization. Partnerships will have no impact as long as there
is no integration in our main operations.” In short, partnerships often remain separate from
regular project management in many United Nations organizations.

Another institutional reality is that some United Nations organizations have not supported
their rhetorical commitment to partnerships with adequate resources (i.e. finances, staff, etc.).
The results of the survey with United Nations Private Sector Focal Points reveal that hardly any
organization leverages resources specific to its partnership activities. In some cases, partner-
ship work has been added to the work programme of individual staff members already strug-
gling to keep up with their portfolios. This discrepancy between rhetoric and action may be a
result of the general resource scarcity with which many United Nations organizations are con-
fronted. However, it undermines the potential of partnerships to effectively contribute to the
work of the United Nations and it frustrates those partners in business and civil society with a
genuine interest in working with the Organization.

In some cases, the lack of mainstreaming and the resulting practical impediments to
more consistent partnership engagement appear to be the consequence of a more funda-
mental strategic problem. For some United Nations organizations it remains unclear just how
partnerships are supposed to contribute to mission accomplishment. While guidelines may
exist that govern involvement in partnerships from a strictly legal standpoint, there is fre-
quently no strategic framework in place that stipulate criteria for engagement. In other
words, some United Nations organizations have not yet developed strategic frameworks for
selectivity that would combine functional with performance-based criteria. As a result, part-
nership engagement sometimes remains ad-hoc and is frequently supply-driven. As one
United Nations official said: “I believe our organization has failed to develop a coherent part-
nership strategy. There are good intentions, and there are some good projects. But so far, I
do not see that we have been able to develop a consistent strategy to leverage partnerships
to our main mission.”

One symptom of this lack of a strategic framework is a narrow understanding of partnerships
as new fundraising mechanisms. In the past, many in the United Nations have enthusiastically
pushed for partnerships with business, expecting that companies would play the role of paymas-
ter without being actively involved in project design and implementation. In the case of some (pri-
marily philanthropic), activities business may have been happy to go along. However, large-scale
business engagement in partnerships cannot be reduced to providing funding. In order to be sus-
tainable, partnership activities need to be aligned with core business interests of companies and
need to draw on their core competencies. Also, in the words of a recent report issued by the Shell
Foundation, partnerships need to offer the right “risk-return profile” for business.26
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There are various areas where the lack of adequate institutional mainstreaming has very
practical ramifications for the performance of the United Nations to work in partnership with
others and thereby ultimately on the strength of management in individual partnerships:

Managing the legal process
As noted above, almost all United Nations organizations have introduced guidelines for their
engagement with business and civil society that complement the general “Guidelines on
Cooperation between the United Nations and the Business Community,” issued by the Secretary-
General in 2000. These guidelines have greatly contributed to fostering legal and operational
clarity on partnership activities. Yet, many within the United Nations emphasize that there
remains a degree of confusion with regard to the consistent application of these guidelines. The
most frequent criticism raised in this context is that legal hurdles contribute to time lags in the
implementation of partnerships. For example, one staff member noted: “I know it is important to
have rules and guidelines in place. And the United Nations needs to make sure it does not go
down a slippery road in partnerships. But we need to find ways to simplify and speed up the
legal process. It takes too long, it is cumbersome and it distracts people from the real challenges
we face.” In the survey of United Nations Private Sector Focal Points, the navigation of legal
issues and the resulting time lags were the most frequently noted challenges.

In light of this issue, one ought to recognize that partnerships often raise involved legal
questions for the United Nations. Partnerships usually entail the use of the United Nations
name and emblem. Since the United Nations “brand name” is one of the most valuable
assets of the Organization, it must be managed in an appropriate fashion. Moreover, the
United Nations frequently builds partnerships with companies that serve as authorized con-
tractors in different contexts. Partnership and procurement constitute separate issue areas
and appropriate firewalls need to be built and maintained. Finally, partnerships commonly
raise issues of liability and indemnity that are difficult to resolve.

Finding suitable partners
Determining which businesses are suitable partners for the United Nations is an important
issue. On this matter, there are universal principles in place for the entire United Nations sys-
tem, set out in the Guidelines on Cooperation between the United Nations and the Business
Community.27 However, the application of these selection criteria varies across organiza-
tions. Some United Nations bodies use third-party certifiers, others conduct separate case-
by-case screenings. Overall, there is a need for more consistency and greater transparency
regarding partner selection. Some United Nations organizations do not have systematic
screening processes in place. Others use third-party certifiers to “screen” potential partners.

Elaborate screening processes are imperative as partnerships with business become
more common in the work of individual organizations. It is critical that the United Nations
manage its most valuable assets: its reputation and its legitimacy. Yet, being overly cautious
has its drawbacks as well. One United Nations official noted: “All these screening require-
ments and indicators simply bogged us down. I had to commit more than half of my staff to
engage in company screening. At the same time, our indicators remain open to interpretation.
There simply is no black and white in all of this. We need to find a pragmatic way of dealing with
this challenge, without sacrificing our good name.” Indeed, the United Nations needs to find a way
to claim the middle ground in this context, developing cost-effective and swift means to apply the
selection principles laid down in the guidelines. As the United Nations Global Compact initiative
and participant base are growing, membership in the United Nations Global Compact could serve
as a useful indicator of a company´s commitment to United Nations values.
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Training United Nations staff
Another important aspect of building interface capacity is more systematic partnership train-
ing for staff that enables them to work more effectively with business. Since 1998, the 
United Nations System Staff College has developed and implemented various partnership-
training initiatives that have built the capacity of United Nations staff to engage in partner-
ships with business and civil society, particularly at the country level. However, much of this
work has been of a pilot nature and requires additional resources in order to be sufficiently
scaled-up. In addition, the UNDP Learning Resources Centre in collaboration with the
Development Group Office (DGO) and the United Nations System Staff College (UNSSC) facil-
itate a Resident Coordinator/ Resident Representative (RC/RR) Induction Workshop with a
session focused on ‘Strategic Partnerships’. The aim of this session is to enhance awareness
on key issues relating to partnership with the private sector and civil society. Furthermore,
various UNDP regional bureaus have also taken steps to provide partnership training to staff,
with the aim to strengthen the strategic approach of country offices to partnership with busi-
ness. Overall, despite progress, greater efforts should be made to further mainstream part-
nership training and capacity building into well-established and resourced programmes with-
in individual United Nations organizations.

Assessing impact
Some United Nations organizations, such as the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) have
engaged in a wholesale impact assessment and portfolio review of their partnership engage-
ments.28 Most United Nations organizations so far have not engaged in systematic attempts to
evaluate the impact of the partnerships in which they are engaged. Though individual partner-
ship projects may be assessed as part of standard evaluation practices, these evaluations are
frequently not comparative. Yet for the United Nations, impact assessment is not only important
for accountability purposes. A comparative review of partnerships also forms the basis for high-
er-level strategy development, appropriate resource allocation and learning.

Raising capacity 
As noted above, various other United Nations organizations have launched efforts geared at
increasing the capacity at the country level to facilitate partnerships with other stakeholders.
Nonetheless, there remain significant challenges in building sufficient capacity at country
and regional offices. Country and regional offices usually lack the necessary resources and
most importantly, the staff, to develop partnership opportunities.

Greater efforts should be made to further promote partnerships at the country level. The 
United Nations should work to mainstream partnership training and capacity building into well-
established and resourced programmes trengthening the Resident Coordinator System. Since
1998, the United Nations System Staff College has developed and implemented various part-
nership training initiatives for United Nations staff. Much of this work, however, has been of a
pilot nature and has yet to be scaled up due to insufficient resources. such as s

Finally, quite frequently, there appears to be inertia, both on an individual and institution-
al level, regarding the engagement of business in country offices. Whether or not country
offices engage in partnerships and build capacity to do so depends to a large extent on the
leadership extended by the Resident Coordinators. In the past, some have been more recep-
tive than others to experiment with partnerships.
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Learning at the United Nations system level
This leads to a final important point, namely the great and unrealized, potential for learning
across the United Nations system. Such system-wide learning could greatly enhance the abil-
ity of the individual United Nations organizations to contribute to good partnership manage-
ment. For example, one staff member said: “It is a shame. I know the [United Nations] sys-
tem is big. But is it really necessary that the left hand does not know what the right hand is
doing? We all share the same agenda. We can benefit from each other’s experiences and
knowledge. This does not require a lot of effort. The investment we have to make in facilitat-
ing such an exchange would be easily offset by the gains that we can expect to generate.”

In recent years, the United Nations Global Compact Office has been instrumental in facili-
tating cross-fertilization and knowledge exchange on partnerships in the United Nations.
Various United Nations Private Sector Focal Points meetings have been held since the late
1990s. The most recent meeting took place in May 2005 and brought together more than 80
United Nations staff members. However, a survey of United Nations staff suggests that addi-
tional opportunities for learning on partnerships are necessary. Potential system-wide catalysts for
learning about partnerships and for mainstreaming the partnership agenda, such as the 
United Nations System Chief Executives Board (CEB) for Coordination and the UNSSC’s 
United Nations Learning Community of human resource managers, have not been fully mobilized.

The United Nations as a partnership player – 
An outside-in perspective
As the two previous sections have emphasized, the United Nations faces a number of critical
challenges in transforming itself into an effective partnership organization, notably in address-
ing shortcomings in strong management and local ownership of partnerships. The good news
is that many in the United Nations are aware of these challenges and there appears to be
mounting momentum to address them.
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65% Fairly effective

6% Not at all effective

2% Very effective

26% effective
6% Strongly Agree

43% Agree

47% Disagree

4% Strongly disagree

"It is easy to build partnerships with the United Nations" (n=129)
"How effective is the United Nations in responding to
partnership requests by business?" (n=125)

54

40

Figure 3   |   Almost half of the companies surveyed think it is easy to build partnerships with the United Nations; 
almost all view the United Nations as at least "fairly effective" or better in responding to partnership requests.



Up to this point, this chapter has relied exclusively on the perspectives and opinions of 
United Nations insiders to assess the challenges the United Nations faces in building interface
capacity for partnership engagement. Focusing closely on insider perspectives provides a good
starting point for further debate. It is useful, however, to round it off by providing an outside-in
analysis of these issues. To do so, this report relies on a survey conducted with corporate partic-
ipants in the United Nations Global Compact, as well as extensive follow-up interviews with busi-
ness representatives.29 In the survey and interviews, business representatives were asked sev-
eral questions about their experiences and perspective on the performance of the United Nations
in partnerships. Some of the findings are reported here.30 

By and large, many of the findings highlighted above were confirmed by respondents and
interviewees. Almost half of the respondents surveyed expressed the view that it is easy to build
partnerships with the United Nations (see Figure 3).

“Bureaucracy” and a “lack of understanding of corporate culture” are seen as significant
impediments for the United Nations to be an effective partner. (see Figure 4).

In follow-up interviews, the specific bureaucratic hurdle many business representatives point-
ed to is that of drawing up legal agreements between the United Nations and its partners. One
interviewee put it starkly: “The toughest nut to crack is the legal side. The United Nations rules
are complex and in many instances unnecessarily burdensome. I continue to be amazed by these
processes. I sometimes wonder if the United Nations folks themselves understand their own
rules.” Another business representative provided a more balanced assessment: “I think I under-
stand the context and constraints within which the United Nations is operating. And I also know
that the manifold legal issues are not just about red tape, but usually reflect a wide variety of
concerns. The United Nations needs to protect its name, its brand. At the same time, there are
many rules that simply do not make any sense. The United Nations faces a big job in removing
these obstacles.”
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Figure 4 |  “Bureaucracy” and a “lack of understanding of corporate culture” are seen as significant 
impediments for the United Nations to be an effective partner
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At the same time, almost two thirds of all respondents feel that United Nations staff
possess the necessary skills to get the job done. In fact, in follow-up interviews, most
interviewees offered nothing but praise for their counterparts within the United Nations.
Among the business representatives interviewed for this study, there was a real appreci-
ation of the dedication with which United Nations staff, both at the country and headquar-
ters levels, work to accomplish their mission.

Many of the interviewees from the business community also pointed out the challenges of
turning global agreements into local action. This confirms the assessment of United Nations
staff of the difficulty of bringing local ownership to globally driven processes and the lack of
capacity in many United Nations country offices to do so. One business representative
remarked: “We worked out an agreement with the UN. That was difficult enough because of
all the legal and administrative hurdles that we needed to overcome. But then the real gap
emerged. It took us way too long to turn the agreement into something practical at the coun-
try level. The United Nations folks simply seemed unable to get their country colleagues excit-
ed and up to speed on our programme.”

The survey also confirms the impression shared by many within the United Nations
that there is little coordination and in some cases there is competition between different
United Nations organizations. As shown above, fifty-seven percent of all respondents
believe that a lack of internal coordination in the United Nations is an important or very
important factor undermining the effectiveness of the United Nations as a partner. Also,
seventy-eight percent of all business respondents believe that it is important to create a
central access point for business engagement at the United Nations.

Conclusion
This chapter has highlighted the accomplishments the United Nations has made, as well as
the challenges it continues to face in engaging business in its work. The chapter has also
profiled the achievements of the United Nations in its efforts to successfully leverage the
expertise and knowledge of business and civil society to its intergovernmental processes.
It also showcased various accomplishments across the United Nations system in building
the skills, policies, tools and mechanisms for engaging other stakeholders in concrete proj-
ect work. Finally, it identified the challenges many United Nations organizations are con-
fronted with in integrating partnerships into their main work activities.

As noted at the outset, this is a report about the role and performance of the United Nations
in partnerships. Its partners in business and civil society face similar challenges in their attempts
to work effectively in partnerships. This is not meant to absolve the United Nations of responsi-
bility but to put the partnership agenda into proper context and perspective. The final chapter of
this report will offer a number of recommendations on how to address the remaining challenges
and how to transform the United Nations into a more effective partnership player.
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Endnotes
1The most recent example is the generous assistance provided by the consulting firm
PricewaterhouseCoopers to the United Nations, with the goal of helping the organization manage to
put effective and transparent financial management systems in place in order to distribute the aid
money that has been provided to the tsunami-affected regions in South East Asia.

2 On the effectiveness of the United Nations Global Compact in accomplishing that goal see United Nations
Global Compact Office (2004), “Embedding Human Rights in Business Practice: A Joint Publication of the
United Nations Global Compact and the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human
Rights.” New York: United Nations; Claude Fussler, Aron Cramer and Sebastian van der Vegt, eds. (2004).
Raising the Bar: Creating Value with the United Nations Global Compact. Sheffield: Greenleaf. See also
Sustainability (commissioned by the United Nations Global Compact Office) (2004). “Gearing Up: From
Corporate Responsibility to Good Governance and Scalable Solutions.” London: Sustainability; and 
United Nations Global Compact (2005). “Enabling Economies of Peace. Public Policy for Conflict-Sensitive
Business.” New York: United Nations).

3 One notable exception is the United Nations ICT Task Force, discussed below.
4 Ken Conca (1995). “Greening the United Nations: Environmental Organizations and the UN System,”

Third World Quarterly vol. 16, no. 3.
5For a comprehensive review of civil society engagement, see United Nations (2003). “UN System and
Civil Society - an Inventory and Analysis of Practices. Background Paper for the Secretary-General’s
Panel of Eminent Persons on United Nations Relations with Civil Society.” New York: United Nations.
See also Ann Marie Clark, Elisabeth Friedman and Kathryn Hochstetler (1998). “The Sovereign Limits
of Global Civil Society: A Comparison of NGO Participation in UN World Conferences on the
Environment, Human Rights and Women,” World Politics, vol. 51, no.2.

6 For a comprehensive history and review of United Nations-business engagement see Sandrine Tesner
and Georg Kell (2000). The United Nations and Business: A Partnership Recovered. New York: St.
Martin’s Press.

7For more information about these workshops please refer to the website of the United Nations
Financing for Development Office at http://www.un.org/esa/ffd/09multi-stake-consult-1.htm.

8 See Economic and Social Council United Nations, Commission for Sustainable Development (2004).
“Partnerships for Sustainable Development. Report of the Secretary-General. E.CN.17/2004/16.”

9 Please see http://www.developmentmarketplace.org for more information.
10For more information on the UN ICT Task Force please refer to their website at 

http://www.unicttaskforce.org/.
11For a more comprehensive review of accomplishments please refer to the Third Annual Report of the

Information and Communication Technologies Task Force available at http://www.unicttaskforce.org/.
12In this context, the “weakest link” logic applies: The quality of overall partnership management is deter-

mined by the partner with the least well developed interface capabilities. This is because partnerships
are not coalitions of functionally equivalent actors. Instead, partners bring different resources to the
table in a partnership, all of which are important for partnership success.

13To be sure, the quality of “interface capacity” varies considerably across the various United Nations
offices, funds, programmes and agencies. This report cannot reasonably provide a detailed account of
the accomplishments and remaining challenges in individual United Nations organizations. Instead, it
outlines the hurdles to partnership work most frequently identified by United Nations staff in the survey
and interviews. These hurdles provide a first answer to the question of why we encounter the manage-
ment challenges identified above.

14For a list of these guidelines please refer to the list of references.
15For an overview of UNICEF´s partnership activities please see their website at

http://www.unicef.org/corporate_partners/index_24525.html.
16See United Nations International Children’s Fund (2001). “UNICEF Guidelines and Manual for Working

with the Business Community. Identifying the Best Allies. Developing the Best Alliance.” New York:
UNICEF. (Also available online at http://www.unicef.org/videoaudio/PDFs/Summaryguidelines(1).doc).
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17For an overview of UNDP´s partnership activities please see their website at
http://www.undp.org/business/.

18Some recent case studies of UNDP´s partnership work are profiled in United Nations Development
Programme, “UNDP and the Private Sector. Building Partnerships for Development.” (op. cit.).

19UNDP has developed so-called “Knowledge Packs” that provide background on UNDP’s work and
that highlight partnership opportunities. These Knowledge Packs exist in draft format and will even-
tually be utilized to facilitate outreach to potential partners in business.

20See United Nations Development Programme (2001). “UNDP Guidelines for Working with the
Business Sector.” New York: UNDP. Also available online at
http://www.undp.org/business/New%20Guidelines_final071201.doc.

21See United Nations Development Programme (2001). “UNDP Policy Statement on Working with the
Business Sector.” New York: UNDP. Also available online at
http://www.undp.org/business/UNDP_pspolicy_72001_final.doc.

22For an overview of UNIDO´s partnership activities please see their website at
http://www.unido.org/doc/4364.

23See United Nations Industrial Development Organization (2004). “Operationalizing UNIDO’s
Corporate Strategy. Services and Priorities for the Medium Term. 2004-2007.” Vienna: UNIDO.

24For more information about UNEP´s work in this area please refer to their website at
http://www.unep.fr/en/branches/partnerships.htm and http://www.unep.fr/outreach/home.htm.

25This is not a problem exclusive to the United Nations, but in many cases also applies to business
and civil society.

26Shell Foundation (2005). “Enterprise Solutions to Poverty: Opportunities and Challenges for the
International Development Community and Big Business.” London: Shell Foundation.

27See “Guidelines on Cooperation between the United Nations and the Business Community” (Art. 12)
(op. cit.), in many cases complemented by more specific regulations in individual United Nations
organizations.

28For the goals and objectives of this review, as well as more detailed terms of reference see Food and
Agricultural Organization, “Revised Draft Approach Paper – Evaluation of the Cross-Organizational
Strategy – Communicating FAO’s Messages.” (op. cit.) and Food and Agricultural Organization, “Terms
of Reference for an Evaluation of FAO’s Cross-Organizational Strategy Broadening Partnerships and
Alliances.” (op. cit.) The exercise was due to be completed in June 2005.

29This is not to suggest that a perspective from civil society is not as important as a perspective from
business. However, due to resource constraints, preparatory work for this report could only include
a survey with United Nations Global Compact business participants.

30It is important to put these responses from business in their proper context. It is not clear that all
those who have completed the survey or who responded to questions during interviews really under-
stand the context within which the United Nations operates. Also, there appears to be a general ten-
dency to characterize the United Nations as a bureaucracy that is inherently inefficient. At least some
of the interviewees, when asked, had trouble backing up such general statements with concrete
examples or other evidence. Finally, this criticism of the United Nations should not be taken to sug-
gest that business itself is without fault. In fact, various interviewees from within the business com-
munity itself as well as from the United Nations made frequent reference to the fact that business
faces some of the same challenges in terms of mainstreaming and developing partnership interface
capacity.
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chapter 4

From output to impact:
Action agenda for the United Nations
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In his Millennium Report published in 2000, Secretary-General Kofi
Annan noted: “Today, global affairs are no longer the exclusive province
of foreign ministries, nor are States the sole source of solutions for our
small planet’s many problems. Many diverse and increasingly influen-
tial non-governmental actors have joined with national decision makers
to improvise new forms of global governance.” As a consequence, the
Secretary-General concluded that the United Nations needs to become
more effective at reaching out to business and civil society in order to
develop a more systematic and focused approach for the organization
to forging new “coalitions for change”.1

As the previous chapters have shown, a great deal has been
accomplished in these last five years.The United Nations has embarked
on a path of transformation, opening itself to new partnerships with
business and civil society in support of United Nations goals and start-
ing to put the necessary skills, policies, mechanisms and tools in place
to enhance its interface capacity.

As a result, most United Nations funds, programmes and agen-
cies have come a long way to turn their organizations into more
effective partnership players. It has become fashionable in recent
years to dismiss the United Nations as an unwieldy, bureaucratic
institution resistant to innovation and change. However, in the con-
text of partnerships, the innovative capacity and the degree of
experimentation and organizational change that can be observed at
the United Nations tell a different story. Building partnerships with
business and civil society has become a catalyst for reform and
institutional innovation across the entire United Nations system.

Equally significant, the United Nations is not only becoming
more focused and systematic in its engagement of business and
civil society in concrete partnership projects. The United Nations
has also started to successfully open up its intergovernmental
processes to include the perspectives of non-governmental
actors. This is starting to transform the nature of global public pol-
icy-making, away from the old “club model” of intergovernmental
diplomacy towards more open and inclusive formats that help to
leverage the perspectives and resources of business and civil
society to the process.

In spite of these notable accomplishments the report identifies
a number of challenges and areas where the United Nations needs
to take further action. Partnerships with business and civil society
can make a great contribution towards supporting the purposes
and principles of the United Nations, as set out in the Charter and
the Millennium Development Goals. Giving business and civil soci-
ety a voice in the intergovernmental process can be enriching and
add to the likelihood of impact and sustained change.
Nonetheless, partnerships require far more than a rhetorical com-
mitment. In particular they require strong management and local
ownership to produce sustainable impact that furthers the goals of
the United Nations.

The United Nations needs to remain focused on its efforts to
improve the interface capacity of the organization. Inviting business
and civil society to the table is only the first step. The United Nations
needs to be prepared to engage its partners in an impact-oriented



fashion while upholding the independence of the Organization and without compromising on goals
and mission. In order to do that, the United Nations should ensure that it leverages its core com-
petencies to this process, including its legitimacy and value-based mission.

As noted above, some progress has been made, but much more needs to be done.
Specific actions are required to scale up successful experiments and allow cooperative
engagements with non-governmental actors to be a stronger force for institutional change.
In particular, the United Nations needs to take further action on four fronts:

(1) Fostering internal skills, policies, mechanisms and tools for partnership work.

(2) Supporting local ownership by building capacity at country and regional levels.

(3) Engaging in systematic impact assessment to build the foundation for “smart
selectivity”.

(4) Investing in system-wide learning and coordination of partnership work.

It would be a mistake to advocate one-size-fits-all solutions. Each United Nations fund,
agency and programme should develop its own strategy and approach to leverage the poten-
tial of partnerships. Still, there are a number of concrete steps the United Nations system can
take to build the necessary conducive cultural and institutional environment for its partner-
ships with business and civil society.2

Fostering internal skills, policies, mechanisms 
and tools for partnership work
There are three areas in which action needs to be taken in order to enhance capacity:

Action item 1: Facilitate more systematic training
Providing staff with the opportunity of continual training in the area of partnerships is neces-
sary to make a contribution to stronger partnership management. Training should not mere-
ly concentrate on “soft skills” such as stakeholder engagement and partnership brokering. It
is equally important to provide staff with “hard skills”, including tools to manage the legal
process, to manage risks and to measure impact.

Various United Nations organizations have started to provide such training to staff. These
efforts need to be scaled up. Partnership training should be mainstreamed in existing and
resourced training programmes for United Nations staff. The work of the United Nations
System Staff College and the UNDP Learning Resources Centre should be continued and
expanded. Also, where possible, the business community could be engaged in improving the
skills of United Nations staff in building partnerships. In order to develop a better understand-
ing of corporate culture, some United Nations organizations feature staff exchange pro-
grammes on a project-specific basis. Such programmes have proven to be beneficial for
enhancing the skills of staff and bringing business expertise to the United Nations.

In addition, more resources should be allocated to sending staff to external training cours-
es. In recent years, various public and private universities and research institutions have
started to offer training courses for staff from the public, private and not-for-profit sectors
geared at enhancing skills and capabilities to understand and build partnerships. These train-
ings have proven to be particularly useful for United Nations staff, since their multi-sectoral
setup allows them to learn from colleagues from other sectors.
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Action item 2: Streamline legal proceedings
Complex and time-consuming legal proceedings in the United Nations were highlighted as
one impediment to establishing partnerships. While such proceedings are critical for protect-
ing the United Nations brand, reputation and credibility, they should not be so time-consum-
ing as to stifle the establishment of new partnerships. In interviews, many United Nations
staff members argued that there exists a gap between what senior management says with
regard to the willingness and capacity of the United Nations to work with external stakehold-
ers and the resources, recognition and incentives provided to staff performing these func-
tions. Although much has been accomplished already, there is an urgent need to further
advance institutional reform to close this gap. Existing institutional incentive structures that
emphasize avoiding risks and safeguarding the status quo need to be adapted to better sup-
port partnerships. A task force of United Nations legal department personnel, Private Sector
Focal Points and external stakeholders (from business and civil society) should be created
to explore methods for simplifying legal requirements for partnerships and streamlining them
across agencies in order to speed-up the partnership creation process.

Action item 3: Improve partner selection processes
Various United Nations organizations have instituted detailed due diligence processes for
potential partners, sometimes using third-party service providers, in order to comply with
the guidelines issued by the Secretary-General and their own internal regulations. Smaller
United Nations organizations find it difficult to implement such mechanisms, usually due to
a lack of resources. This problem will be exacerbated once country offices become more
active drivers of new partnerships. Possibilities for cost-effective United Nations system-
wide approaches should be explored in order to facilitate a consistent and transparent
application of United Nations selection criteria. In addition, partners should also be encour-
aged to demonstrate their commitment to responsible business practices through partici-
pation in the United Nations Global Compact and adherence to its principles.

Supporting local ownership by building 
capacity at country and regional levels

Some United Nations organizations and particularly UNDP as the administrator of the
Resident Coordinator System of the United Nations, have made some efforts to build
capacity at country and regional offices for partnership engagement. Building capacity in
these offices is crucial to ensure local ownership in partnerships and to facilitate bottom-
up growth of such collaborative initiatives.

Action item 4: Provide training to United Nations staff 
in country and regional offices
One particularly important component of building capacity at the country level is the provision
of training for country office staff. The valuable work the United Nations Systems Staff College
(UNSSC) and the UNDP Learning Resources Centre should be continued and expanded. The
recently created “Partnerships and the United Nations Global Compact” programme has the
potential to serve some of these training needs and deserves additional resources to achieve
greater scale and reach. This programme should build on the experiences that have already
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been gathered in providing training in regional and country offices – for example the partnership
training model that was implemented by UNDP’s Regional Bureau for Europe and the
Commonwealth of Independent States (profiled above).3 The United Nations should more fully
moblize system-wide catalysts, such as the United Nations System Chief Executives Board (CEB)
for Coordination and the UNSSC’s United Nations Learning Community of senior human
resources managers and mainstream partnership capacity building into well-established and
resourced programmes, such as the Resident Coordinator System. Finally, partnership building
learning competencies should be reinforced in the Senior Management Network Learning
Framework via the “United Nations Learning Community” of senior United Nations human
resources managers. Another entry point is the United Nations Development Group (UNDG) and
the Development Group Office (DGO) which encourage United Nations partners to work through
the UNDG Programme Group to develop training modules on substantive subject matter – such
as partnering with the private sector – to be made available through the UNDG website for sup-
plemental training for country teams.

Building the foundation for “smart selectivity”
Almost all United Nations organizations have become involved in partnerships during the past
decade. As demonstrated in previous chapters, many of them have produced impressive
results. In order to reach the next level in this process, the United Nations will need to scale
up those partnership activities that do work and scale down those that do not.

Action item 5: Introduce a selectivity mechanism 
Scaling-up and scaling-down requires being selective. In order to be selective, the United Nations needs
a selectivity system in place. That system should consist of two basic sets of indicators.

The first set relates to the contribution a partnership can potentially make to the mission and
goals of a specific United Nations organization and to what extent it has the potential to draw
on and benefit from its core competencies (functional selectivity). The United Nations should not
get engaged in partnerships that do not have the potential to contribute to mission accomplish-
ment, or that do not build on the core competencies of the organization. The second set of indi-
cators relates to the potential impact a partnership can have and its input/output ratio (perform-
ance selectivity). This second set of indicators should be based on the results of systematic and
comparative impact assessment of partnerships that have already been implemented.

A selectivity system based on these two sets of indicators can not generate black and white
results. With few exceptions, it is not possible to determine a priori how a partnership may devel-
op and what kinds of impact it can produce. However, a system of “smart selectivity” provides the
basis for an informed judgment. What it requires is not only a clear strategic vision on the part of
the United Nations about what kind of partnerships it would like to get engaged in – it also requires
more systematic impact assessment to capture and disseminate best and worst practice.

Action item 6: Engage in systematic impact assessment 
on partnerships
Impact assessment helps to strengthen partnerships. Some United Nations organizations
have already gathered some experiences in assessing the impact of partnerships and the
results – as well as the techniques used. These experiences should be widely shared across
the United Nations system. Individual impact assessments and evaluation studies will not be
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sufficient to detect larger patterns and trends. Current research on partnerships suffers
from a lack of comparable case studies and other data. Resources should be made avail-
able to facilitate such applied research work in order to improve the systematic under-
standing of where, when and under what circumstances partnerships are likely to deliver.

Investing in system-wide learning 
and coordination of partnership work

As this report demonstrates, some United Nations organizations are ahead of others in
terms of experience in working with business and civil society. As a consequence, there is
great potential for information sharing and learning across the United Nations system,
including the exchange of best and worst practice on partnerships.

There are various low-cost solutions that could help the United Nations share relevant
experiences and provide business with an easily accessible window into their world.

• The United Nations Global Compact Office should ensure that regular meetings of
Private Sector Focal Points of the United Nations system are convened to facilitate
networking and an exchange of ideas and best practices.

• The United Nations System Staff College should be recognized as a system-wide
resource for learning and mentoring on partnerships and adequate resources
should be made available to facilitate its work in this arena.

• The existing pages of the United Nations website that focus on the work of the
United Nations with business and civil society need to be used more effectively.

• An online community of practice including an email list and bulletin board to enable
better networking and communication between United Nations Private Sector Focal
Points should be created.

• An electronic newsletter to foster an easier exchange of experiences among 
United Nations Private Sector Focal Points should be developed.

Over time, resources should be made available to create a central portfolio of ongoing
partnerships in the United Nations system. This has a triple purpose of showcasing part-
nerships to both business and United Nations staff, avoiding duplication and acting as a
minimum accountability mechanism.

As noted above, there are no one-size-fits all solutions for reform – each United Nations
fund, programme and agency needs to develop its own, tailor-made approach towards part-
nering with business and civil society. Adapting the United Nations to the new challenge of
working with external stakeholders requires time and will not be accomplished overnight. Any
large-scale process of organizational change takes determination, time and resources to get
the job done.

As highlighted in this report, the United Nations’ value-based mission, convening power
and geographical reach provide the Organization with unique strengths when partnering
with non-governmental actors. These institutional strengths have proven to be important
factors for why business enters into partnerships with the United Nations. Furthermore, as
this report has shown, once business accepts the United Nations’ value proposition and
aligns its practices with universal principles, a company´s propensity to engage in opera-
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tional initiatives increases significantly. United Nations principles can thus form a robust basis
for long-term relationships and ongoing engagement with business. The United Nations value
proposition provides a profound incentive for its partners and should be further leveraged.

Governments are supporting the process of organizational change and adaptation at the
United Nations to make the Organization fit for partnerships. They also execute political over-
sight, thereby lending important legitimacy to the many ongoing initiatives. Many
Governments also actively participate in partnership projects themselves, as the case stud-
ies included in this report show. In fact, the participation of Governments – both local and
national – is crucial for local ownership as well as partnership impact. Finally, many
Governments have also launched their own bilateral partnership programmes, reaching out
to other stakeholders in order to enhance their work.4 Therefore, there is not just a poten-
tial for learning across the United Nations system. Governments should also support and fos-
ter an exchange of information about best and worst practice between their own bilateral
agencies and the relevant United Nations organizations. Partnerships clearly serve as a vehi-
cle for meeting Government goals and objectives. Governments should therefore continue to
lend their backing for the United Nations as it reaches out to business and civil society –
through oversight, progress reviews and resource support.

In his report “In Larger Freedom: Towards Security, Development and Human Rights for All,”
Secretary-General Kofi Annan writes: “The United Nations was built for a different era.” Now, the
challenge is to adapt the institution to the requirements of an ever moving, globalized world. The
world that Secretary-General Kofi Annan describes in his bold reform proposal demands innova-
tive responses to the challenges of globalization. The leadership of the United Nations has begun
to put partnerships with business and civil society at the forefront of its vision. Now is the time
to match vision with systematic action. In a world of complex challenges, partnering with busi-
ness and civil society is not as much a choice as it is a necessity for the United Nations.
Partnerships provide opportunities and they pose challenges. Partnerships among the 
United Nations, business and civil society have emerged as one important new component in the
toolbox of global governance. They are no substitute for effective Government action. However,
in a world of major resource constraints and ever more daunting global challenges, partnerships
are not merely “nice to have”. Partnerships constitute indispensable instruments and their poten-
tial needs to be fully leveraged. To this end, the United Nations needs to continue on its path of
reform, putting all the necessary skills, policies, tools and mechanisms in place to foster impact-
oriented and sustainable partnerships.

86 Business UNusual



Endnotes
1 United Nations (2000). “We the Peoples: The Role of the United Nations in the 21st Century. The

Millennium Report of the Secretary-General.” New York: United Nations.
3 Many of the steps included below were also raised during the most recent United Nations Private

Sector Focal Point meeting in Geneva in May 2005.
3 For more information on that programme, please refer to the UNSSC website at

http://www.unssc.org/web1/.
4 Bilateral development agencies that facilitate such work include, among others, the UK Department

for International Development (see http://www.dfid.gov.uk/aboutdfid/dfidwork/privatesector.asp); the
U.S. Agency for International Development (see http://www.usaid.gov/our_work/global_partner-
ships/); the Dutch Foreign Ministry
(http://www.minbuza.nl/default.asp?CMS_NOCOOKIES=YES&CMS_ITEM=25C1628353A04992A0
05246635DDD958X3X39280X49); and the German Agency for Technical Cooperation (GTZ) (see
www.gtz.de/ppp).
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About the United Nations Global Compact
The United Nations Global Compact is an international voluntary initiative that brings com-
panies together with United Nations agencies, labour and civil society to support ten princi-
ples in the areas of human rights, labour, the environment and anti-corruption. Through the
power of collective action, the Global Compact seeks to advance responsible corporate cit-
izenship and help business become part of the solution to the challenges of globalization.
The Compact relies on public accountability, transparency and the enlightened self-interest
of companies, labour and civil society to:

• Mainstream the ten principles in business activities around the world

• Catalyze actions in support of United Nations goals

The United Nations Global Compact is an expanding network of over 2,000 participants
from all regions of the world. At its core are the United Nations Global Compact Office and
six United Nations agencies: the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights, the
United Nations Environment Programme, the International Labour Organization, the 
United Nations Development Programme, the United Nations Industrial Development
Organization and the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime.

The United Nations Global Compact asks companies to embrace, support and enact, with-
in their sphere of influence, a set of core values in the areas of human rights, labour stan-
dards, the environment and anti-corruption. The principles are as follows:

Human Rights
1 Businesses should support and respect the protection of internationally pro-

claimed human rights, and

2 make sure that they are not complicit in human rights abuses.

Labour
3 Businesses should uphold the freedom of association and the effective

recognition of the right to collective bargaining,

4 the elimination of all forms of forced and compulsory labour,

5 the effective abolition of child labour, and

6 the elimination of discrimination in respect of employment and 

occupation.

Environment
7 Businesses should support a precautionary approach to environmental chal-

lenges,

8 undertake initiatives to promote greater environmental responsibility, and

9 encourage the development and diffusion of environmentally friendly tech-

nologies.

Anti-Corruption
10 Businesses should work against corruption in all its forms, including extortion

and bribery.
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About the Global Public Policy Institute 

The Global Public Policy Institute (GPPi) is an independent, non-profit think tank located in
Berlin with a long track record in research and consulting in global governance.

GPPi engages in three lines of work:

Research. GPPi explores new approaches to effective and accountable governance.
Topics include, among others, the reform of international organizations and public-private
partnerships.

Consulting. GPPi offers strategic consulting services to Governments, international
organizations, foundations, NGOs and companies.

Debate. GPPi engages the broader public in a debate on new governance approaches
through workshops, conferences, and publications.

For more information about the work of the institute please visit 
www.globalpublicpolicy.net.
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